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Elizabeth Elviss Robillard 
Surface Weather Observer 
Environment Canada 


No one draws isobars by hand anymore—the 
computer does that—but | got interested in the 
weather while drawing isobars on a weather map for a 
high school physics assignment. (An isobar is a line 
joining all points having the same barometric pressure 
at a given time.) A teacher suggested | look into 
becoming a meteorological technician, and though | 
didn’t follow up the idea immediately, here | am. 


As a surface weather observer | make hourly readings 
of instruments which measure pressure, temperature, 
humidity, wind, precipitation and clouds. The informa- 
tion is transmitted in code to the forecast office 
where it is used to make short- and long-term 
forecasts for pilots, workers at sea and other 
members of the public. 


The department provides a thorough training course 
for new employees. We studied climatology, 
statistics, and general and theoretical meteorology. 
Operational training taught us proper procedures—we 
have to know when to take an additional reading and 
recognize circumstances that warrant special pro- 
cedures. We also looked at presentation and satelite 
weather forecasting and had map discussions which 
gave us an overview of areas we might want to 
branch into later. 


After | had finished the basic course, | applied for the 
field training course which involves six months of fur- 
ther study by correspondence. 


| like my job, partly because it’s unusual. I’ve been 
able to work in faraway places, such as Cape St. 
James in the Queen Charlotte Islands. The coun- 
tryside is beautiful, and the weather fascinating and 
constantly changing. On the second day that | was 
there | worked the graveyard shift, 7 p.m. to 7 a.m. 
The wind had been calm when | went on shift, but a 
75 knot gust knocked me over later when | went out- 
side to do my first hourly observations. 


That station was very isolated; only three of us work- 
ed there. The Coast Guard helicopter came in mon- 
thly and there were occasional visits from repair 
crews, but we once went for six weeks without see- 
ing anybody but each other. We shared the cooking 
and the chores. | learned to cook, to change the oil 
in the diesel generators and to do basic repairs. | 
also helped build outdoor walkways because the mud 
was a Safety hazard. We transmitted our weather 
reports by radio to Bull Harbour on Vancouver Island, 
our only regular contact. As you can imagine, ‘mail 
day” was the greatest on our calendar. 


As a surface weather observer my job is to gather in- 
formation, but | don’t get to analyse it, or to see the 
maps and the whole picture. This is especially true 
here at the Vancouver Airport, a large station were 
everyone has a particular job. When | worked at 
Revelstoke, because it was a smaller station, we did 


a variety of jobs and | got to deal with the public. | 
loved it. 


The only thing | don't like about my job is the shift- 
work, especially when | find a course I'd like to take 
Or a group I'd like to join, and | know | wouldn’t be 
able to attend regularly. 


My work is always the same—I take the same 
readings from the same machines every day; only the 
weather changes. When the sky is blue and crystal 
clear | have time to work on my correspondence 
course, or do other jobs around the Station, such as 
abstracting the sunshine. | usually help the officer-in- 
charge with the annual summary that goes out across 
the country. 


Most of my friends are secretaries, nurses or school 
teachers because they thought those were the only 
jobs open to women. | think a woman can do any job 
that interests her. 


| have had experiences in this job that would have 
been impossible without it,-and I’ve met people who 
will be my friends for life. 


Nicole Landry 
Aerological Technician 
Environment Canada 


’m an aerological technician. | joined the department 
two years ago, and after my training | was posted 
here to Goose Bay. 


Twice a day we prepare a package of instruments to 
send up with a helium balloon. The instruments 
measure temperature, humidity, wind and barometric 
pressure at different levels to a height of 30 ~ 
kilometres and send the data back by radio signals. 


The balloon bursts at high altitudes and we lose the 
instrument pack. 


Once a week we send up a spectrophotometer to 
measure ozone levels. Because the ozone layer, 
which protects us from harmful solar radiation, has 


been damaged by pollution, it is important that we 
monitor it. 


One of our winter projects is making snow surveys. 
To do this we go for a walk, dig down to where we 
see the line separating old snow from the latest fall 
and measure the depth of new snow. We take 
measurements in several places and average them to 
allow for drifting. All the information we collect is sent 
by teletype to Gander, where it is added to data from 
other stations and used to make weather forecasts. 


The actual work | do—sending up balloons, taking 
measurements and so on, is quite mechanical. To 
make the routine interesting, | try to understand 
what’s going on up there, that is, | try to figure out 
what the numbers mean. 


I’ve always had an interest in the weather—I have 

a B.A. in geography with a few classes in 
climatology—and when | was looking for a job, | 
decided to follow up that interest. As well, | had 
been talking to elementary school students about 
non-traditional jobs for women, and wanted to prove 
my point. 


The department offers a good training program. 
Although | didn’t have many problems with the theory, 
| found it difficult to learn to use the different in- 
struments. | had no background in electronics, and 
not much experience in using tools. | had to work 
hard to make up for this lack of experience, but the 
teachers encouraged me, and were always willing to 
help. 


| will be going back to the Training Centre soon to 
take Advanced Meteorology and to train to be a 
Presentation Technician, whose job is to give weather 
briefings. Getting the forecast out to the people who 
need it is the final stage of our work. | like the idea 
of seeing the whole picture instead of just the first 
stage as | do here, and | will enjoy having contact 
with a variety of people. 


| am a single parent, but | have always managed to 
find good childcare for my eight-year-old daughter, 
and | don’t think being a mother is a handicap in this 
job. In fact, the hardest thing about being posted to 
Goose Bay is that | am far away from friends and 
family. In some ways my daughter adapted more 
quickly than | did to the change from a francophone 
to an anglophone community. 


| would like to encourage young women in high 
school to take aS many science and math courses as 
possible. They are necessary in many non-traditional 
jobs. When planning your curriculum, opt for a pro- 
gram that will give you the widest possible range of 
opportunities. Technology is booming. Take an in- 
terest in electronics and computers. Don’t start down 
a dead-end road—you’ve got a long working life 
ahead of you. 


Will rain spoil our picnic? Will the crops fail because 
of drought? Is the airport fogged in? How high will 
the waves be? The Atmospheric Environment Service 
answers these and many other questions about the 
weather for farmers, fishermen, campers, skiers, 
pilots and truckers. Meteorological technicians play 
an important role in gathering and disseminating 
weather information. 


Meteorological and aerological technicians work in 
many areas in addition to those described by Nicole 
Landry and Elizabeth Elviss Robillard. 


ice observers work on ships or in planes to observe 
ice conditions in the Arctic in the summer and in the 
Gulf of St. Lawrence and the Great Lakes in the 
winter. 


Operations technicians plot and analyse charts, run 
computer programs and help prepare forecasts and 
do research. 


Meteorological Inspectors visit weather stations to 
inspect equipment and procedures in order to ensure 
that high quality data is produced. 


Port meteorological officers visit ships to service 
observation equipment and obtain weather reports 
from ships’ crews. 


Presentation technicians get the weather information 
out to those who need it. They work by telephone, 
radio, television and personal contact. 


Training 

The Atmospheric Environment Service trains new 
recruits at the Transport Canada Training Institute in 
Cornwall, Ontario. All technicians take an initial 
fourteen-week basic weather course, some may stay 
an additional fourteen weeks to take the aerological 
course. 


After some on-the-job experience, technicians are 
eligible to apply for further courses, either cor- 
respondence or classroom, to prepare for higher- 
grade positions. At the Training Institute, technicians 
are provided with room and board and a weekly train- 
ing allowance. 


Basic Requirements 
Applicants must have completed high school, in- 
cluding grade 12 mathematics and grade 11 physics. 


Pre-employment medical examinations and security 
clearance are required. 


Applicants must be prepared to work shifts. 


Many weather stations are isolated or semi-isolated; 
applicants must be willing to serve where posted. In 
isolated stations, personnel share daily chores as well 
as the workload. This means you would be responsi- 
ble for your share of cooking, cleaning and upkeep 
both inside and outside the station. It helps if you 
can cook and make minor household repairs—learn 
to do whatever you can that will help you live 
independently. 


Do you like to spend time alone? Do you have in- 
terests or hobbies you can pursue in isolation? Can 
you get along well with a small group of people? 


If you answer “Yes” to these questions, and you are 
taking the required courses in math and physics, a 
career as a meterological technician might be right for 
you. Take a closer look at the job by visiting your 
nearest weather office. Then give yourself a chance 
to investigate further by choosing a physics assign- 
ment dealing with the weather. 


For more information, contact the Public Service 
Commission of Canada or the Canada Employment 
Centre nearest you. 
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